Reading our landscapes: approaches to fieldwork. Available as 'Fedlarbeit: Unsere Landschaft lesen’ by Rawding, Charles
Dr Charles Rawding : 
Reading our landscapes: approaches to fieldwork.

Introduction: the historical background.

Fieldwork has long been seen as a central element in geography. It gives physical and human geographers a certain unity of purpose even though they may well adopt very different techniques. Fieldwork has a central place in the geographical imagination. It is a common factor which stitches together the fabric of the subject.   It is clear that fieldwork creates a lasting impression on pupils. Indeed when I ask my students to write a chronology of their learning in Geography at the beginning of their postgraduate teacher training course, they always talk about the importance of fieldwork and experiential learning in their school years. Indeed, it could be argued that fieldwork is central to the socialisation of Geographers. ‘School leavers eager to study Geography at university usually identify fieldwork as the highlight that attracts them’ (Stoddart & Adams:2004:56). It also enables pupils to learn through the affective domain (relating to feelings, attitudes and values) and in relation to personal perceptions of place. It is likely that geography fieldwork will contribute to the personal and social development of the pupil by providing experiences that are outside their known worlds (Foskett,1997). At the same time, there is clear evidence that fieldwork can make a significant contribution to the happiness and well-being of pupils. Smith (2012:64) argues that ‘the value of the field is that in this wider environment students can often have, and be given, more opportunities for being independent from the near presence of a teacher, to gather information and come to conclusions.’ 

Fieldwork can be considered as supervised learning in a variety of contexts that involves first-hand experience outside the classroom (Phillips and Johns, 2012). Fieldwork can vary from short trips during lesson time through half day and day visits to longer residential courses, and can incorporate both directed and independent research.  Equally, it can take place within the school grounds, in the local area, further afield or in decidedly exotic foreign locations. The levels of independent work and the tasks undertaken will vary according to the age and ability of the pupils and the intended learning outcomes of the trip. Traditionally, school fieldwork has been underpinned by a desire to go and see places for the purposes of geographical study and has taken two main forms; teacher-led observation and data collection, often in the form of field sketches, photographs and observations, and secondly more quantitative approaches based on a range of survey techniques to collect data which is then analysed on returning to the classroom.  Fieldwork has long been seen as an excellent setting for the development of a wide range of skills. These include subject-specific skills such as field sketching (or annotation of digital photography), data collection and recording and problem solving. 

The types of fieldwork that have been undertaken in geography have tended to follow the prevailing paradigms within the subject. The regional paradigm that dominated the subject until the 1960s was characterised by field notebooks and sketches as geographers attempted to build up an holistic description of the principal characteristics of the area under study. Fieldwork that has been described as a ‘Cook’s tour’ with the leader as a knowledgeable expert and operating almost as a tour guide was a common feature of the regional paradigm (and indeed remains to varying degrees an identifiable category to the present)(Phillips & Johns,2012).   The arrival of the quantitative revolution resulted in field notebooks and field sketches being replaced by what Stoddart and Adams somewhat disparagingly call ‘Fordist fieldwork’ (2004:54), that is to say, the collection of large amounts of field data for subsequent analysis, often within parameters set by computer models of environmental systems. To a significant extent, ‘Fordist fieldwork’, with a strong emphasis on the collection of quantitative data has remained a central element of school geography. 

Contemporary fieldwork in higher education is much more diverse and varied than it was in the past (DeLyser and Starrs,20011), although school geography has yet to reflect fully this diversity. Nevertheless, there have been significant recent attempts to introduce more innovative, alternative approaches and to develop more experiential fieldwork (Holmes & Farbrother,2000; Rosenthal, 2010).  Other recent approaches encouraging problem based learning have used questions and problems to engage the curiosity of students and to initiate learning in a range of contexts (Phillips 2012). In similar vein, open-ended approaches to observation have been incorporated into geography fieldwork along with more affective approaches to experiential learning. For instance, the Geography Collective (2010) advocates geographical investigation through various forms of play. In addition, notions of ‘risky’ fieldwork (House et al,2012) where the aims and objectives of the fieldwork are clear, but the outcomes of the activities are unpredictable have also been introduced, partly with the aim of discovering the unexpected. Both the latter two approaches endeavour to ensure that pupils are engaged in the learning process rather than being mere passive recipients of knowledge. A range of options for experiential fieldwork are listed in figure 1.

Figure 1. Fieldwork: engaging students in the learning process.

Approach	Elaboration / exemplars
Peer assessment	Ask students to explain to each other how geographical features were created.
Use of video	To interview students about the location or the techniques they are using.
Taking photographs	Students share photos with another student and explain the image. Students take a range of photos before selecting and explaining those that best represent the theme under study.Students classify photos under a range of headings.
Human graphs	Identifying trends and patterns in the field before returning to the classroom (for instance, tracking the course of a pebble on a beach that experiences longshore drift). 
Non-participant observation	A crowd in a shopping precinct 
Participant observation	Observing and participating in a particular cultural activity to gain additional insights.
Interviews	e.g. Local people for differing views on a planning issue.
Focus group	e.g. discussions with a group of residents over a local topic
Reading the landscape	Observing change in a local area over an extended period of timeViewing the landscape from an alternative perspectiveComparing ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ views of landscape
Alternative field notes	Sounds, feel, smell and taste associated with places
Surveys	Recreation, amenity, coasts, beaches
Discovery	To reveal the unexpected and unusual
Assessments	Environmental impact assessments
Judgement surveys	Emotional responses to places
Sources: various including House et al,2012; Phillips and Johns,2012; Rosenthal,2010; Holmes and Farbrother,2000.

Phillips argues that ‘curiosity-driven learning – including fieldwork – reaches beyond key stages [age-specific learning] and skills matrices, to something more profound.  Fieldwork can bring excitement and enchantment, independence and responsibility to learning experiences and cultivate a sense of wonder and adventure which extend beyond education and back into everyday life’ (2012:84). 

The range of approaches listed in figure 1 can also result in a variety of alternative methods for subsequent data presentations; for instance, video clips, electronic presentations and reports on alternative futures might all be cited as options here. Such approaches have the potential to increase independent learning and produce better geographical understanding while increasing levels of student engagement.

Rapid developments in information technology offer a further range of opportunities within fieldwork. For instance, smartphones offer a range of functions to enable students to carry out fieldwork activities (figure 2).  Norman (2011) and Welsh and France (2012) discuss a range of possible fieldwork applications based solely on the increasing availability of smartphones among students. 

Figure 2. Smartphone applications for fieldwork.

Application 	Comment
Clinometer	Measuring slope angle using the clinometers application and ranging poles.
Camera and GPS	Taking a photo and locating it using in-built GPS, then loading into google earth on return to the classroom.
Panorama	Enables 360 degree photographs to be stitched together
Windspeed and thermometer	Measuring micro climate 
Sound recording	To produce sound maps of an area
Evernote	A note-taking tool – ideal for project work to gather resources and store ideas in one place.
Dropbox	Allows storage from multiple computers and smartphones – ideal for group collaboration and cooperative work.
Polldaddy	Allows the user to design and conduct 10-question surveys.
Tumblr	A blogging app which allows the user to post text, photographs, links, quotes, audio and video.
Source: Norman,2011: Welsh and French, 2012.

Ideas such as video-casting and video diaries in the style of Big Brother have been used to good effect in the Young Peoples’ Geography project (http://www.geography.org.uk/projects/youngpeoplesgeographies/ (​http:​/​​/​www.geography.org.uk​/​projects​/​youngpeoplesgeographies​/​​)), while Kitchen (2010) discusses a range of ways in which video cameras might be used both in fieldwork and in the classroom to enhance student learning (figure 3). Equally, sound recording might be used in a range of contexts.

Figure 3. Potential uses of video cameras.

Approach	Comment
Video diaries	Students can be instructed to create video diaries of their field trip, developing experiential fieldwork. Work can then be edited prior to submission for assessment.
Virtual field trips	Students visit a range of sites and produce a series of short videos with voiceovers describing what they could see. 
Moderating presentations	Presentations can be videoed and then used for moderation and peer or self-assessment.
Personal geographies	As an introduction to a unit of work, students can be asked to interview each other about their prior knowledge of the topic. At the end of the unit these questions can be revisited to see how much students’ thinking has developed.
Learning rambles	Students walk around an environment and, as they do so, ask their own questions about it. Once back in the classroom one or more of their questions could be investigated. 
‘How to…’ videos	Students create ‘How to…’ videos explaining a geographical skill in a step-by-step way.
Source: various including Kitchen (2010).

Pressures from school administrators and health and safety concerns have proved to be barriers to the implementation of fieldwork on occasions, however growing concern that a risk-averse culture is having an adverse effect on pupil experience has resulted in initiatives such as the Learning Outside The Classroom agenda (http://www.lotc.org.uk/ (​http:​/​​/​www.lotc.org.uk​/​​)). Partly as a consequence of these concerns, recent UK government guidance on what constitutes a good Geography department and what are the key elements of good fieldwork have been issued by the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) which is the main quality assurance body within the English educational system. The report (Ofsted 2011) highlights how good and regular fieldwork motivated pupils and enhanced their learning in geography and at the same time encouraged a higher than average take-up of examination courses at a time when examination entries for geography were falling nationally. Indeed, ‘a new emphasis on fieldwork in some of them [school geography departments] had been a turning point, revitalising teaching and making geography more relevant and exciting’ (Ofsted,2011). Fieldwork also enabled students to develop social skills through participating in geography fieldwork and, in particular, during residential trips where they were working and living together in unfamiliar environments. In this context, Ofsted argued strongly that geographical learning is at its most effective when fieldwork activities are integrated with work in the classroom, rather than being seen as simply some form of ‘bolt-on’ activity.

Developing appropriate fieldwork activities.

In planning fieldwork activities, it is essential that the purposes of the fieldwork are clearly identified at the outset. Following on from this, it should then be possible to plan activities to achieve these stated purposes (although, of course, additional, unplanned or unexpected benefits may also result from such visits).  The purposes of fieldwork may be highly syllabus-specific, but it would be counter-productive to limit the scope too much.  Fieldwork also offers an opportunity to appreciate ‘the glories of God’s creation’ (Marsden,2001:17) – something which is rather difficult to pin-down as a set of learning objectives! 

Making effective use of place
Fieldwork offers a range of excellent opportunities to develop pupil awareness of place.  For younger pupils, geography fieldwork related to the local area is particularly effective in enabling them to develop a comparative framework. Using the local area enables pupils to develop their own personal learning in a known (or at least partly known) context. It enables them to become geographers and see their world geographically rather than as simply part of their everyday life.  At the same time, it enables their everyday life to become part of geography, thereby asserting the relevance of the subject. Such practices might then be further enhanced where schools have a partner school in another country or region and are able to exchange data in an effective manner. Having said this, local fieldwork offers a wide range of opportunities which are not always fully appreciated by students. We are often much better equipped as observers and investigators in new landscapes than in familiar landscapes. In a local context, it is important that we clearly identify the purposes of an activity and do not make too many assumptions about student understanding. For instance, figure 4 provides an activity I have asked 3rd Year undergraduates on a tourism module to carry out in their own locality (it could be carried out with pupils of younger ages) in order to get them to view things through tourist eyes. Somewhat startlingly, one student, a resident of the Liverpool suburb of Aintree said there was nothing there; just drab housing and ordinary buildings.  She failed to grasp the international importance of the racecourse (home of the Grand National) that was on her doorstep!

Figure 4. Tourism begins at home.

While we are prepared to look very carefully at almost everything we see in new and exotic places on our travels, we barely take any notice of equally interesting and often exotic nature of our own immediate surroundings.  This is precisely what the tourism industry does itself when deciding to try to market new destinations.  Most destinations or sites are transformed from places of the humdrum and ordinary to places where their extraordinary and exotic dimensions are pointed out and highlighted.Task:Discover and highlight the touristic potential of ordinary everyday spaces in your immediate surroundings.





1.	This issue of Geographical Review contains 56 essays on different aspects of fieldwork.
References.

DeLyser,D and Starrs,P.F (2001) ‘Doing fieldwork: editor’s introduction’ Geographical Review, 91, 1-2,ppiv-viii. 
Holmes,D and Farbrother,D.(2000) A-Z Advancing Geography: fieldwork. Sheffield, Geographical Association. 
House,D, Lapthorn,N, Moncrieff,D, Owen-Jones,G and Turney,A (2012) ‘Risky fieldwork’ Teaching Geography, 37, 2, pp60-2.
Kitchen,B. (2010) ‘A different view: using video cameras to investigate students’ personal geographies’ Teaching Geography Autumn, pp110-111.
Marsden,W.E.(2001) The School Textbook : Geography, History and Social Studies, London, Woburn Press.
Geography Collective (2010) Mission Explore London, Can of Worms Press. http://www.missionexplore.net (​http:​/​​/​www.missionexplore.net​) 
Norman,M (2011) ‘Supporting learning and teaching in geography using mobile phones and flip cams.’ GeogEd, 4,1.
Ofsted (2011).Geography: Learning to make a world of difference available at: http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/geography-learning-make-world-of-difference (​http:​/​​/​www.ofsted.gov.uk​/​resources​/​geography-learning-make-world-of-difference​) 
Phillips,R. and Johns,J.(2012) Fieldwork for human geography. London, Sage.
Rawding,C.(2007) Reading our landscapes: understanding changing geographies. London, Chris Kington.
Rosenthal,R (2010) ‘The impact of experiential fieldwork on learning’ available at www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_GTE2010Rosenthal.ppt (​http:​/​​/​www.geography.org.uk​/​download​/​GA_GTE2010Rosenthal.ppt​) 
Smith,P.(2012) ‘Happiness, caught or taught? Teaching Geography, 37,2, pp63-65.
Stoddart,D.R. and Adams,W.M.(2004) ‘Fieldwork and unity in Geography’ in Matthews,J.A. and Herbert, D.T, Unifying Geography: common heritage, shared future. London, Routledge, pp46-61.
Tuan,Y-F. (2001) ’Life as a field trip’ Geographical Review, 91, 1-2,pp41-45.
 Welsh,K. and France,D.(2012) ‘Smartphones and fieldwork’ Geography, 97,1 pp47-51.



4



